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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE
w

St. Thomas the Apostle Church and .St. Thomas Convent, built in
1922 and 1919 respectively, are located on the southwest corner of
Kirribark and 55th Streets. The length of the Church, including the
narthex, is 193 feet. The width of the nave is 95 feet. The Rectory
is attached at the northeast corner of the nave. The dimensions of the
three-story Convent are 99 feet long by 29 feet wide. A small chapel,
47 feet by 21 feet, has niches at each end and
is connected to the northeast corner of the building. In 1949, Barry
3yme designed an addition to the Convent. It is not an important elemen
of the complex. St. Thomas School, designed by the Chicago firm of
Shattuck and Layer, is situated on the southwest corner of Woodlawn and
55th Streets, directly behind the east elevation of the Church. It is

not included in the nomination.

The Church is characterized by its large undecorated expanses of
brickwork. The bricks at the truncated corners of the nave and the .

narthex are laid in a herring-bone pattern. This becomes part of the
chevron design motif translated into terra cotta around the windows,
roof copings, and major entrances. On the main portal's jambs are three
seven-foot angels . Oyer the portals the chevron motif is continued up
and around a Christ figure at the pinnacle. The coping design is accent
at equal intervals by terra cotta lanterns. This is continued by a

slight protruberance of the bricks onto the north and east facades.
Eight stained glass windows are grouped into pairs on each nave wall
and end in points

.

The narthex interior has a plaster ceiling and truncated north and
southwest corners which contain stairs leading to a balcony. The flat

roof is supported along its periphery by corbels rising from the tops

of the walls. A wood screen divides the narthex from the nave.

The nave's plaster ceiling hangs from steel trusses hidden in the

attic creating a space which appears to have no supporting structure.

The ceiling is irregularly corbelled over the aisles reaching to a

sloping area over the center. The sanctuary is separated from the nave

by a raised marble platform and a low railing. At the end of each side

aisle is a niche which contains a small chapel.

The Convent has living quarters on the second and third floors

.

The first floor contains study rooms, a kitchen, dining room, and

meeting rooms. The exterior has a hipped, tiled roof with two projectin
entrances on the east facade.
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specific dates church 1922 ; Convent xffyg-PER/ARCWTEtfr FranG j,s Barry Byrne

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Francis Barry Byrne (1883-1967) was a pupil of Frank Lloyd Wright

during the Oak Park Studio years. He began his apprenticeship in 1902

and left in 1909. Byrne's early work shows strong influences fuom his

training with Wright. The J.B. Franke House in Ft. Wayne, Indiana,

built in 1914, has pronounced Wrightian characteristics. Chicago has

many examples of Byrne's work from throughout his entire career.

The St. Thomas complex is significant because it contains within

a few feet of each other two buildings, one of which represents a

transition from the early period of Byrne's career and another which

represents the second period of his career. There were two periods in

Byrne's career. The first period ended during World War I when the

second Jperiod began. Several miles from the St. Thomas complex is the

John Francis McKenna Apartm^ptS^, - constructed j.n.1916, .. This building is

said to show "Byrne's first' complete emancipation from Wright. " (Chappel]

1966)

.

The Convent in the St. Thomas complex was built in 1919. Byrne

was influenced by the Prairie School in the first period of his career

and the Convent reflects a tentative departure from the Prairie School.

The Convent's Spanish appearance contains a study in contrasts. A

distinct Wrightian feeling lingers in the Convent's low ceiling halls

and natural wood-lined windows. The fenestration arrangement holds a

hint of Byrne's interest in surface design that would blossom in later

years when he collaborated with Alfonso lannelli. Yet, embodied within

the Convent are many of the ideas that would come to the fore when

Byrne designed the Church in 1922. The Church is an example of Byrne's

creativity from the" second' period ofhis career. The Church is espe-

cially important as the first positive statement of Byrne's evolving

personal style to be used on a major building other than a domestic

structure. The Church has his characteristic love of decorative detail,

>warf85brick color schfefeef and well-lit open spaces that flow into each

other

.
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Byrne is noteworthy because of his interest in adapting the Prairie

School idiom of natural materials, sensitivity to site and place for

ecclesiastical architecture. In addition, he predicted innovations

in liturgical developments by some^fiorty years when he integrated the

sanctuary with the nave. The style and design of this Church laid the

foundation for his later commissions, for example, the Church of the

King in Cork, Ireland (1926) , and St. Francis Xavier in Kansas City,

Missouri (1949).

The Church's exterior design is largely by Alfonso Ianneli, except

for the main portal which, following a disagreement between Monseigneur

Shannon and Iannelli, was designed by an unknown artist. The statue of

the patron saint is by Girolami. Inside is a modern bronze Pieta (1916!

and Stations of the Cross (1922) by Alfeo Faggi.

Barry Byrne ' s important innovations and impact on Chicago '

s

architectural history has, as yet, to be explored. His influence in th<

United States and Europe will become more evident as further investi-

gations are c«nJuc4ed raj«.r«(mj the architects who left Wright's studio. St.

Thomas Church and Convent will be recognized as a milestone in Byrne's

work and as a very important prototype in ehurch architecture.
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\
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Location
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Chicago
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